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Abstract 
An old Victorian manse and its accumulations are especially potent symbols of place and 
memory. The old dwelling and garden stir collective as well as individual memories 
which are deeply personal and spiritual.  Elements of the building, as well as old and new 
plantings in the garden, converge as unique and irreplaceable marks of human existence, 
nostalgia, and longing. The character of the house and garden is an exposition of 
European identity; my investigation is an attempt to explicate the hybrid nature of the 
manse through the lens of visual art to convey an atmosphere of age, memory, and 
continuity.  
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Chapter One 
A FAMILIAR PLACE 
A serious house on serious earth it is, 
In whose blent air all our compulsions meet, 
Are recognised, and robed as destinies. 
Phillip Larkin
1
 
 
This practice led investigation of nostalgia and longing is focussed in a 19
th
 century 
manse in the Victorian country town of Learmonth (Fig.1). It is a place where personal 
memories and feelings of longing thrive. There are within the boundaries of the house and 
garden influences generated by other members of immediate and extended family 
however, this examination of nostalgia and longing is centred on a migrant’s experience. 
The old manse has been our family home for thirty years and this research encompasses 
an examination of how remembrances of my earlier life on the other side of the world 
continue to surface in the house and garden. Within the borders of this place there are a 
multitude of sights, sounds and scents with the power to breathe life into the phantoms of 
the past. 
The enduring cultural and spiritual traces of my formative years in Ireland and the 
cadence of that early life is filtered through the traditional medium of watercolour on 
paper. The significance of the age of the manse has some bearing on the long attachment 
which I have developed to the house and garden, old secluded places have always been a 
part of family life. Memories of those childhood places are crowded with woods, 
riverbanks and hedgerows that were either neatly clipped or permitted to grow into 
fragrant, tangled thickets. The disquieting knowledge that home is a place from which the 
original owners of the land seem to have vanished cannot be ignored; these troubled 
feelings must also surface in the paintings.
2
 
                                                             
1
 Philip Larkin. “Church Going”, in The Progress of Poetry Horne Colin J, ed. and O’Brien, Maurice, ed. 
(Adelaide, Griffin Press, 1969).337.  
2
 Ian D Clarke. Understanding the Enemy- Ngammadjidy or Foreign invader? Aboriginal Perception of 
Europeans in 19
th
 century Western Victoria. Volumes 73-98 of Department of Management working paper 
series, Monash University : Melbourne  November 1998. 2, 6. Accessed 13/9/2014.  
The hunting grounds and native food supply for the aboriginal people in Victoria were destroyed by the 
settlers’ clearance of vegetation and the introduction of sheep and other livestock. This loss of livelihood 
2 
 
Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space makes a vital contribution to uncovering and 
making sense of my emotional connection with the manse.
3
 His understanding of the 
difficulties in describing ‘houses that are rich in unalterable oneirism’ and his explication 
of the importance of childhood memory is particularly relevant to this research.
4
 He 
describes places which I have experienced in the past, from large dark closets full of 
treasure to the smallest whitewashed cabin on a sheltered riverbank. Bachelard’s 
philosophy has been a substantial aid in deciphering the attachment to the house and 
garden. The investigation of the history of the manse is background to the continual 
deepening of a bond with this place. 
This happy recognition of physical similarities to places of consequence in my youth is 
counterbalanced by awareness that the land was once taken by force.
5
 Not so deep 
beneath this European house and garden are the muffled footfalls and lilting voices of an 
ancient people. Hand written documents and old newspaper reports specifically about the 
manse reveal the early life and history of the house and garden; the chronology of its 
development and the remaining physical evidence form part of contemporary life in the 
house. These books and articles make a physical connection with earlier inhabitants of the 
manse. 
Nostalgia and attachment to place amongst migrants has been the subject of several recent 
studies focussing on landscape or city environments as well as the hybridisation of 
belonging to place amongst migrant groups and individuals. One such study, Walking 
Voices Project by British researchers Rishbeth and Powell involved the recording of 
migrants’ responses to the city environment.6  These experiments have identified the way 
nostalgia helps in the search for what is familiar in a new place. This is certainly true in 
my case with one noteworthy difference; memories of my birthplace are of a secure and 
happy life. Instead of relief and gratitude, I felt considerable resentment for many years 
for having being uprooted from my homeland. Therefore, this research is centred on a 
place which has forged a link with the past on many levels. 
                                                                                                                                                                                      
forced the indigenous people off land they had lived on for thousands of years. Attachment to place is well 
documented as an intrinsic part of Aboriginal culture. 
3
 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space. 2
nd
 ed. (Boston: Beacon Press) 1994. 
4
 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 13. 
5
 Ian D. Clarke. “ Squatters Journals”, The Latrobe Journal no. 43, Autumn (1989): p16. accessed 
16/10/2014                                                                                                                                                             
6
 Clare Rishbeth and  Mark Powell, “Place Attachment and Memory: Landscapes of Belonging as 
Experienced Post Migration” Landscape Research 38, no. 2 (2013):160-178.  
3 
Texts exploring the nature and causes of longing and nostalgia, as well as novels with 
strong themes of memory and yearning have been valuable in conducting this research. 
Writing inspired by longing and joyful cultural or religious celebrations subscribes to the 
atmosphere familiar to me in the past and in the present; these are an essential scaffold on 
which to build and to the capture a specific mood within the paintings. Artists whose 
work is inspirational have something in common with this research either by technique, 
subject matter or their individual philosophies. Their landscapes, dreamlike imagery, and 
interiors evoke a feeling of time passing, a sense of place or of longing through oil 
painting, watercolour and photography. 
The works include atmospheric oil paintings by Australian artist Louise Hearman, who 
creates her work by selecting images from photographs to paint moody transmutations,
7
and the photographs of a decaying dwelling in Ireland by Elaine Byrne.  Hearman’s 
luscious oil paintings contrast with the watercolours of American artist Andrew Wyeth 
whose subdued colour and draughtsman’s brushwork illustrates time passing and quiet, 
worn places; Wyeth frequently created his work in the field and in the homes of his 
neighbours. John Wolseley has been known to literally immerse the paper in the 
Australian landscape creating a kind of collaboration with nature; his methods create an 
image that has absorbed the land (Fig.2). There is a deeper discussion of the work and 
influence of these artists in the chapter entitled Memory and Longing. 
The research method involves using water based media on paper to translate those images 
from within the house and from personal memory; these paintings are echoes from my 
youth. Watercolour is a traditional medium with an ancient history; pigment mixed with 
water traverses cultures, continents and millennia.
8
 This investigation is akin to an
archaeological dig, the surface of which is the manse and the environment surrounding 
the manse. Deep beneath that surface are memories, nostalgia and longing, beyond my 
life here and beyond colonisation. The phenomenological layer explored here relates to a 
migrant’s experience of place in the context of remembering while continuing to embrace 
the past. 
7
Paul Flynn, “Louise Hearman: My imagined World” Artistprofile, Issue 3: (Australia 2008) 33. 
8
Bernard Brett, A History of Watercolour (London: Optimum Press 1984) 19. 
4 
Paintings are either completed at the manse from life or, using what Saint Augustine 
called ‘that great harbour of memory’ and ‘a vast, immeasurable sanctuary’ amongst other 
beautiful descriptions.
9
 The use of sensory memory to make paintings is a vital part of
this research because it allows the recollection of sound, fragrance and texture to enhance 
the experience of nostalgia in the creation of the paintings. The colour, scent, and worn 
places in the manse and garden breathe life into old memories; to decipher the essence of 
these recollections through painting is an exposition of nostalgia and longing. These 
sensory triggers are from a past where painting itself is connected with an awareness of 
belonging, of family and childhood, thus a threshold is created between then and now 
within the practice of painting. 
The structure of this document commences with this chapter which introduces the title of 
the dissertation and a brief explanation of the personal attachment to the house and 
garden. The significance of the origins of the manse in local culture and history is 
acknowledged and embraced. The use of watercolour as a medium for the practical 
component of the research is briefly explained. The chapter further explicates my position 
as a migrant and the subsequent feelings associated with memories of my homeland. The 
importance of Gaston Bachelard’s philosophy in exploring and understanding the house 
as a phenomenological place is emphasised. The sensory element of nostalgia and longing 
are stressed as well as their importance in the creative process. There is an 
acknowledgement of some discomfort about colonisation. The artists and specific texts 
are briefly introduced here. 
The chapter entitled Memory and Longing provides a review of the literature relevant to 
the research and commences with a small introduction followed by an analysis of the 
relevant texts and images; these are grouped under subheadings which focus on the 
history of the place, the architectural style, philosophy, novels and artists of influence. All 
are linked by cultural or subliminal connections with memory, longing and oneirism. 
9
Aurelius Augustinus, Confessions of St. Augustine, book 10, R.S. Pine Coffin trans. (Middlesex: Penguin 
Books 1961). 216. 
5 
Within the chapter entitled Watercolour House, there is an examination of the methods 
and experience of using watercolour, with subheadings which are centred on the house 
and its environs as subject matter for the paintings. These motifs link with the past and yet 
are contemporary realities in the watercolour paintings. The interconnectedness between 
the physical and cerebral nature of the creative process and the emotional experience of 
place is discussed. This chapter also demonstrates the ties between the watercolour 
medium, its historic application and links to childhood memories. 
This exegesis concludes with a discussion of what has been determined during the 
investigation as well as identifying what it means in terms of practice. There are some 
indications of the possibilities for further research. 
6 
Figure 1. The Presbyterian Manse, Learmonth, c1908. 
7 
Figure 2. John Wolseley, 74 Days Windblown: 98 Metres-Jacky Lizard with Lichens, 2007. 
charcoal, graphite and watercolour on paper, 73.5 x79.5 cm. (framed). 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
8 
Chapter Two 
MEMORY AND LONGING 
This literature review will examine the phenomenological life of the old manse through 
several contextual lenses including culture, literature, philosophy, and sociology. Those 
works which explore or describe the meaning of place in the context of longing and 
nostalgia are considered particularly relevant to this research.  The house and garden are a 
fundamental part of the history of the town in which it is situated and for that reason the 
manse has a public as well as private meaning, therefore, texts that focus on nostalgic 
memory, as well as longing for home are of specific interest. Publications which include 
analysis of the purpose of objects within the dwelling and the significance of collected 
objects have been used in this investigation. 
Novels such as William Goyen’s The House of Breath10and Marcel Proust’s In Search of
Lost Time 
11
 have been mined for the potency of their imagery and the intense effect with
which they have revived personal memories, vividly recalling scents and sounds, or 
having some relationship with the age and life of the manse. Included here are some 
artists whose work is inspired by attraction to people and place, memories of home, or the 
house as a subject. These artists have also been chosen for their ability to lift their work 
from the level of mere skilful representation to that which elicits some depth of feeling in 
the viewer. 
Old handwritten journals which provide historic documentation specific to the church and 
to the manse are examined. These journals have within their pages beautiful script 
describing significant events in the development of the building and garden; they also 
document the organisation of soirees, bazaars, and tea parties to raise funds for building 
and maintenance of the manse. Newspaper articles contemporaneous with the beginnings 
of the Presbyterian Church and manse have demonstrated an objective observer’s point of 
view of the manse and the surrounding 19
th
 Century landscape.
10
William Goyen, The House of Breath (Illinois: Northwestern University Press), 1975. 
11
Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, Vol 1: Swann’s Way, C.K. Montcrieff and Terence Martin, trans., 
(London: Vintage Random House, 1996)  
9 
Time past 
Historic papers
12
containing information specific to the local Presbyterian Church and
early life of the manse are indispensible for an insight into the original purpose and life of 
the house. The 19
th
 century newspaper The Ballarat Star
13
 published small articles
concerning various events connected with the church, manse and surrounding topography; 
these references provide interesting historical vignettes. The reported death of a resident 
minister’s wife in 186014 in the first four roomed manse, or the birth of incumbent
minister’s daughter at the manse in 1870, recorded in south-west Scotland some months 
later
15
, enrich the feeling of age and continuity in this place.  In another edition of The
Ballarat Star, the landscape surrounding the church and manse is described thus; 
The situation too is very fine, and though bleak in the meantime, from the 
entire absence of trees, with a small amount of labor,[sic] and a trifling 
expense, it can be rendered one of the loveliest  spots in the district. Stretching 
away for several miles in front is Lake Learmonth, bounded on the west, and 
south west, by the “everlasting hills.” When the sun begins to dip behind the 
Weatherboard, and scatters his mellow rays over the lake, few scenes are more 
enchanting.
16
The Weatherboard mentioned here is one of the soft, rounded volcanic cones that are part 
of the landscape; the soil is deep and rich; the surface reflecting the seasons and the 
rhythm of the farmers’ lives. The writer accurately describes the light that falls across the 
lake at sunset, burnishing the surface of the water as the colour deepens on the hills; the 
scene from the house today is glimpsed through gaps in the shrubs and trees which protect 
the house from the south easterly winds in winter. 
The Learmonth and District Historical Society is a robust and active group whose 
meetings are held not far from the manse in the original Ballarat Shire Offices; some 
members are descendants of the first Scottish settlers and original members of the 
church’s congregation. The Society has access to the old minutes of the Presbyterian 
12
 Learmonth Presbyterian Church minutes, 1857 to 1957.  The Learmonth and District Historical Society, 
Former Ballarat Shire Hall 326 High Street Learmonth 3352. 
13
 http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-title185The Ballarat Star 1855-1864 no author, no date. Accessed 8/5/2014. 
14
 Ibid. 22
nd
 August 1860. Accessed 8-5-2014. 
15
http://archiver.rootsweb.ancestry.com/th/read/SCT-WIGTOWNSHIRE/2004 no author, no date. 
Accessed 16/7/2014.  
16
 Meldrum Burrows and Partners. Report for the Shire of Ballarat on Learmonth, Prepared by Meldrum 
Burrows and Partners: Melbourne. 1986. 16. 
10 
Church and there are several precious handwritten books dating back to 1857 as well as 
collections of photographs and various memorabilia connected with the families who first 
settled in the area. The relevant minutes date from the middle of the nineteenth century to 
the middle of the twentieth century, at which time plans were put in place to sell the 
manse and over an acre of the old grounds; it then ceased to house ministers of the 
Church. 
On the pages of these books are some detailed references to the manse, from the building 
of the first four roomed dwelling which no longer exists, to the construction of the 
subsequent 1870s and 1890s additions which remain to this day. Leafing through these 
journals and examining the writing of the many authors is a strangely poignant 
experience. The manse building was owned by the Presbyterian Church until the middle 
of the 20
th
 century, the collective ownership leading to a collective and individual
memory within the small community which it served. Access to the Church minutes has 
revealed when each part of the manse was built including details of repairs and alterations 
as well as the cost of the building. An example of the impact of old decisions on present 
activity in the house is exemplified by the addition of an odd window to the left of the 
chimney in the kitchen in the early 20
th
 century; its contemporary importance lies in the
fact that it is next to the slow combustion stove providing a bright, warm place to sit in 
winter. Within this fireplace there are two objects made by Irish blacksmiths in the 18
th
and 19
th
 centuries; the buckle from the sliding bolt of a door and the folding handle from
a cooking pot (Fig.3). 
Henry Caselli
17
 designed the part of the house dated 1870 and William Brazenor
18
designed the large 1890s addition, these two architects have left a legacy of their designs 
in several buildings in Ballarat. Caselli designed many well known buildings in Ballarat 
including the Myer building in Sturt Street, the Ballarat Fire Station, the Ballarat Town 
Hall interior and the old Ballarat Shire Offices in Learmonth.
19
  Brazenor designed The
Cattleyards Inn for himself as well as being the original architect of Burnbrae homestead 
near Penshurst.
20
 Builders and previous ministers who occupied the manse are also named
in the journals ensuring that their part in the life of the dwelling is remembered. 
17
 Learmonth Presbyterian Church minutes. 1869.   
18
 Learmonth Presbyterian Church Minutes 1890. 
19
 https://bih.federation.edu.au/index.php/Henry_R._Caselli  Accessed  7/10/2013 
20
Obituary Mr. Wm. Brazenor, The Ballarat Courier 1916 http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/article/74684561 
11 
Measurements of the first building have been documented, the last two being additions, 
this has made it possible to know exactly where the original cottage was built. Someone 
involved in the erection of the additions to the house placed the threshold of the first 
dwelling at a point where it is estimated the front door of the old manse was situated; this 
may have been for either superstitious or nostalgic reasons. For example, the threshold in 
19
th
 century Scotland was both a point of welcome and a point of refusal of entry, this
liminal space occasionally had ritual marks either side of it to keep evil at bay.
21
The journals also serve to explain the last vestiges of paths, hedges and indications of 
outbuildings long gone. There are references to small boys raiding the apple trees; as well 
as to the more serious business of bricks coming from the brickworks at Miner’s Rest to 
build an addition to the manse. The mysterious anomalies found in floors and walls, both 
inside and out are solved; this physical evidence provides a tangible connection with 
previous occupants. 
The documents reveal the hardship of getting water from a well and the constant need for 
wood for the fireplaces in the house, an insight into how much more difficult life was for 
the earlier occupants. An underground brick tank built in 1883 is still intact in the garden, 
although the fate of the 1860s well remains a mystery.  Fund raising, working bees for 
maintenance work, and the planting of 1000 hawthorns around the parish glebe
22
 are all
chronicled within these pages; a remnant of this hedge remains around the manse garden. 
A variety of authors have filled the journals, some of the script demonstrates exquisite 
examples of the dying art of hand writing and accurate spelling. The books are beautiful 
worn objects in their own right and they are highly valued by the community to which 
they belong. They are part of the very beginnings of the town itself and have a particular 
cultural and religious foundation in Scottish Presbyterianism; these documents have been 
an important resource for understanding the physical, cultural and historical foundation of 
the old manse as well as the people who built it. 
21
 Dr Neill Martin, “Friend or Foe? Hospitality and  the Threshold in Scottish Tradition” 
www.ed.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.64000  accessed 14-11-2014. 
22
 In the Christian tradition a glebe is the land surrounding the residence of a pastor. 
A parish is the district under the pastoral care of a pastor, also in the Christian tradition. 
12 
The House 
During the 1980s, there was an upsurge of interest in restoration of old houses from the 
vernacular through to grand villas. The Australian Home,
23
and Furnishing Old Australian
Houses
24
 were written at that time by Ian Evans, who also collaborated with Ian Stapleton
and Clive Lucas, both architects and experts in conservation and restoration, in the 
publication of Colour Schemes for Australian Homes.
25
 In the 1980s these books were at
the forefront of serious restoration and remain a useful resource for those interested in the 
conservation of old Australian architecture. The publications promote the recognition and 
preservation of old houses; inspire a respect for history, the aesthetics of old places and 
for the people who were associated with them, and therefore are an important resource for 
this investigation. 
The external shape of the manse is not uncommon for a 19
th
 century Australian house
even though the gables at each end were built twenty years apart and from different 
materials. The shape of the front of this house recalls a place in Ireland where I spent a 
very happy youth; the manse has many architectural elements which fostered nostalgic 
memory the moment I first saw it. The west gable is built from local bricks which were 
made at Miner’s Rest and it has simple, large paned sash windows.26 This part of the
house had initially been built onto the original shingle roofed, mid 19
th
 century timber
cottage. The latter was replaced in 1890 by a spacious timber addition to create a 
symmetrical house. The late 19
th
 century taste for iron filigree was applied to the
verandah between the two gables at the front of the house. 
The verandah is quite high as the land falls away to the road, the bank at the rear of the 
building is held back by a retaining wall, colonial small paned windows under the back 
verandah make this part of house look much older than it is. There was a suggestion of 
cost saving during the planning stage to build this addition and I have an unconfirmed 
suspicion that these windows came from the original cottage which was sold in 1890, 
presumably to be either removed or dismantled.
 27
 The interior of the house has a calm
simplicity which is surprising for the prosperous latter part of the 19
th
 century, when
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houses with high ceilings and larger rooms generally had decorative plaster cornicing and 
plaster ceiling roses.  The manse has board ceilings and simple narrow cornices; this 
simplicity is balanced by coloured glass fanlights, sidelights as well as glazed vestibule 
doors. There was some evidence of wallpaper in some of the rooms in the manse; 
nonetheless simple calcimine paint was the usual method of freshening up the interior 
walls of the house. The soft powdered surface of calcimine is an ancient way of 
decorating the interior walls of a house; it is a relative of whitewash, the traditional snowy 
crystalline surface used on stone dwellings in many parts of the world. 
Roots of Home
28
 is an American text written by Russell Versaci, an established architect
with an interest in traditional colonial design. This text reveals some similarities between 
the colonised countries’ architectural development, a development often based on 
nostalgia and a desire to preserve cultural origins. The book displays images with a 
commonality between so-called new lands which have been settled by Europeans as well 
as the nostalgia and longing that has embedded itself in the settlers’ dwellings. 
This book is of interest both personally and in relation to this research because the house I 
lived in before coming to Australia fits into the styles presented in this text. My childhood 
home was a timber house, a very unusual building material in Ireland at that time, and it 
had a colonial verandah which was quite rare in that place and era. Versaci has compiled 
a brief history of the origins of a rich variety of colonial architecture in America, Europe 
and other places. The book illustrates contemporary houses built on tradition as well as 
original houses built in colonial America. There are subtle similarities to the materials 
used to build Australian houses as well as details such as shady verandahs, finials and 
certain roof lines. 
The writer has thoroughly examined cultural influences on colonial dwellings 
acknowledging the building skills and memory from other lands which have been 
modified for a new environment. The text is complimented by photographs of old 
dwellings, one of which has been transported stone by stone from Ireland to the Frontier 
Culture Museum of Virginia; other images show the development of styles that reveal the 
culture and origins of those who built them. 
28
 Russell Versaci. Roots of Home: Our Journey to a New Old House. (Newtown: Taunton Press. 2008). 
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Frances Borzello’s At Home: The Domestic Interior in Art 29 probes the history of the
interiors genre and makes perceptive observations regarding recent renewed interest in the 
domestic and the interior in painting. This is interesting from my perspective because the 
interior of the manse forms an important part of my body of work. The visual component 
of the book is highly seductive with paintings tracing atmospheric emotion ranging from 
despair to awe. The text is a fairly comprehensive exposition of a variety of painters’ 
treatment of the domestic interior throughout history including Johannes Vermeer’s A 
Young woman Standing at a Virginal (Fig.4), the painting entitled The Balcony Room by 
Adolph Menzel (Fig.5) or Edward Hopper’s work (Fig.6). These artists are relevant to the 
focus of this research because of their portrayal of the interior life and of quiet 
domesticity. Recurring motifs in Borzello’s book such as the fireplace, the mirror, and 
places to rest were natural choices for my own work. The text also informs my work from 
an historical point of view. No photographs of the interior of the manse have come to 
light during this investigation therefore these images of interiors interpreted by artists 
have helped in imagining how the rooms of the manse might have looked in the 19
th
century. 
The chapter entitled “The Unpeopled Interior” dwells on interiors where the human figure 
is either completely absent from paintings as they are in my current body of work, or the 
figure is so subtly and quietly placed within the work that it seems to be absorbed into the 
scene. Borzello’s sensitive approach to the subject results in a collection of ravishing 
images as well as a textual recognition of the subliminal emotional and cultural influences 
inherent in interior paintings. Frances Borzello specialises in the social history of art and 
her book follows the history of interiors in painting. Nostalgia, melancholy, and longing 
are palpable in many historic paintings of home, romantic sentiments which are not so 
obvious in contemporary paintings. The author includes in her research religious 
paintings of interiors, especially those which balance the sublime with prosaic domestic. 
The hissing cat in Lorenzo Lotto’s 16th Century painting, Annunciation is an interesting
way of reminding the viewer that the space is meant to be the home of the Virgin Mary
30
(Fig.7). This book closely examines the interior in art from the Renaissance through the 
17
th
 century Dutch paintings to contemporary work of the second millennium.
29
Frances Borzello, At home: The Domestic Interior in Art. (London: Thames and Hudson. 2006) 
30
 Versaci,  Roots of Home: Our Journey to a New Old House,15 
15 
Philosophy of Home 
The Poetics of Space by French philosopher Gaston Bachelard has had a profound effect 
on the approach to this research. This text became the impetus for immersion in the 
exploration of personal nostalgia and longing in the manse.  Bachelard examines the 
house or space as a place that is experienced, and one which has a life that is inextricably 
linked to human habitation.
31
 This exposition of the phenomenology of space is relevant
to this investigation of the old manse because it is a place which recalls feelings and 
images from childhood; it is also a means of affirming the European cultural roots of the 
house. The value of how such places affect memory and perception as well as making a 
person vulnerable to enchantment, lies also in the time and place in which this text was 
written. 
This mid 20
th
 century work is of intense interest because the time in which it was written
coincides with my childhood, therefore much of the physical description of dwelling 
places such as references to stairs, attics and cellars stir familiar memories. Bachelard 
describes parts of houses which seem so familiar, it is as if he had lived in places where I 
had lived, a chimera of shared knowledge with a stranger long dead. He explains the 
importance of the oneiric qualities of an old house and the pleasure and value of 
daydreaming. Bachelard explains the way the house in which we were born is carried 
forward in time to the house which we now inhabit; he wrote that it was ‘physically 
inscribed in us’.32 Bachelard captured in these words what I have always felt about the
house where I was born. The notion of home is unravelled to expose the significance of 
the dwelling place from the cellar to the attic and small spaces such as drawers, shells and 
nests are explained as places that hold secrets and as well as being dwelling places; the 
house itself is portrayed as an intimate universe. 
This access to imaginative storytelling applies to the manse both as a building and what it 
contains; nooks and secret spaces are part of its fabric, sometimes for unfathomable 
reasons. Bachelard examines the vast expanse of one’s imagination, folklore and day 
dreams. We have experienced this in the manse when a brass handled trap-door found in 
the floor of the older part of the house became the spur for the most outlandish stories 
amongst family and friends. This text has proven to be invaluable for its approach to the 
31
 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space.5 
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subject of an old house as an important factor in the formation of childhood memories, 
and in the stirring of old memories from other places. Bachelard explores the complexity 
of attachment to place as well as the way in which the memories of dwelling may be 
dreamlike and poetic. The work, interspersed as it is with poetry, captures the mind in the 
21
st
 century and releases it in the 19
th
 century when the manse was built.
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Novels of memory and longing 
The House of Breath
33
 is an American novel in which a chorus of voices and collective
memory are central to the book. The atmospheric and philosophical qualities of Goyen’s 
language are invaluable because they describe longing, forsaken places and the power of 
childhood memories. This particular work is relevant and respected as the work of an 
artist practising in another field who also explored the subject of dwelling place and 
home. 
The significance of this novel for the present purpose lies in a narrative that personifies 
the house of the novel and its environs by giving parts of that place human voices and 
memories. This is often how I remember my grandmother’s house; it is never 
remembered as an empty silent place, there was music and singing, soft conversation and 
the scent of flowers.  This unusual novel, written in a kind of Joycean stream of 
consciousness style, has a narrative rich with descriptions of loss, leaving and returning 
home which are experiences which resonate strongly with my own life. 
In this novel there appears to be a kind of symbiosis between objects such as the house 
interior and particular parts of the landscape, the trees and the river, with the childhood 
memories of a boy who had grown up in Texas. Goyen’s distinctive writing stimulates 
ideas as well as bringing to mind some of the paintings of Andrew Wyeth whose work 
also evokes sadness, loss and yearning; Goyen’s literary images contribute to the concepts 
for paintings of an old manse which itself also holds a collection of memories and voices. 
Those collective voices and memories call for the boy who lived and played there, 
thereby giving the place an almost tangible phenomenological life; ‘a commingling of the 
past with the present, spirit with matter, and the living with the dead.’34  The rich
descriptions of memory, family and longing are poetic and emotive; the powerful imagery 
conjured up is disturbing as well as tender. There is an element of autobiographical 
background to the text and this enhances the descriptive qualities as well as imbuing the 
narrative with a sense of authenticity. 
33
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The early twentieth century novels of Marcel Proust, have distilled interior longing and 
nostalgia stirred by taste, scent and sound. Proust used memory as a device to describe the 
way in which the senses induce the sudden recollection of a past event, memories which 
are all the more poignant when the past is, literally, another country. The novels’ long 
descriptions of everyday events or objects are picture albums of another time and place; 
the slow, intimate revelation of the character’s memory illuminates the importance of 
where and with whom events are experienced. 
Imagery, like that found in The Poetics of Space, has familiar vibrations and couples 
religious references with family and place, or with simple fragrant things such as 
hedgerow flowers and religious devotions in month of May. These lines have great 
potency in a personal cultural and religious sense; the passage describing the May altar 
adorned with hawthorn blossom has profound personal resonances.
35
 I share with Proust a
Catholic childhood and the month of May is dedicated to the Virgin Mary; in Europe, this 
meant lavish decoration of altars and grottos with the flowers of May and other displays 
of reverence and respect (Fig.8). Proust’s depiction of rooms, stairs and people are 
intimate images of place and time.  While these works were not meant to be 
autobiographical they surely have an element of personal identity in them as is also often 
true of poets, sculptors and painters. Proust’s words assail this reader with the scent, 
sound and feeling of another place stirring a keen sense of nostalgia and longing. 
The texts described above have become, in this instance, a bridge to Bachelard’s work in 
discovering answers to the bond between place and people; they aid reflection on the 
effect my own culture has had on the manse and garden, as well as throwing light into the 
dark corner of its European origins. 
35
 Proust, In Search of Lost Time. 132-133. 
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Unravelling the Meaning of Home 
An examination of the relationship between humankind and place at various times in 
history and in many cultural, as well as topographical contexts is well covered in the book 
Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Attitudes, Values and Perception written by Yi Fu 
Tuan.
36
 The relevance of the work to this inquiry lies with its comprehensive examination
of the relationship with, and attachment to place by the individual or the group; the manse 
has an important nostalgic relationship with the individual and has an historical 
significance for the community. Tuan considers the five senses all of which are important 
to the creation of memory, making it possible to remind one of a specific time and place, 
as well as conjuring powerful feelings of nostalgia and memories of people and places 
from childhood.
37
Within the text there is valuable insight into familiarity and attachment; the appeal of 
certain kinds of spaces for human enjoyment and habitation in an architectural and 
geographical context, as well as a means of expression through painting and the 
development of landscape gardening. The title of Tuan’s book is a word formed from the 
Greek topos meaning place and philia meaning love; the word had as part of its original 
meaning a sense of place based history when it was first coined and used by the poet 
W.H. Auden.
38
  Topophilia succinctly describes my own attachment to the manse and
garden including as it does the history of place both here and on the western edge of 
Europe. The author examines symbolism and sacredness, environmental and cultural 
considerations, all of which are relevant to my investigation of the manse. 
Tuan explores attitudes to, and perceptions of place as well as reflecting on the subject of 
a culture within a culture. Yi-Fu Tuan is a Chinese American springing from two vastly 
different continents and traditions. Tuan’s conclusions may be applied even to the most 
subtle differences in origins; nostalgia and longing being most individual and subjective 
experiences which find common ground in other cultural encounters.  This publication 
looks at the various influences, such as culture, both familial and ethnic, and their 
influence on attachment to place. 
36
Yi Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Attitudes, Values and Perception. (New York: 
Columbia University Press. 1990). 
37
 Tuan, Topophilia. 10. 
38
 Peter H.,Kahn,  Peter H. Kahn, Jr., and Patricia H. Hasbach. Editors. Ecopsychology: Science, Totems 
and the Technological Species.(USA:MitPress.2012) 41. 
20 
Janelle L. Wilson’s Nostalgia: Sanctuary of Meaning,39 is a comprehensive and insightful
study of the condition nostalgia. These insights are pertinent to the current investigation 
considering the house has had essentially two incarnations, one as a kind of provided 
accommodation for a minister and his family, and another for the last forty five years, as a 
private house. The place of objects and collections in the dwelling are identified as 
connections either with the past or with another place of significance for the occupants. 
The latter is germane to the current research because both as a private house and in its 
previous life as a minister’s house, there are particular cultural and religious aspects to its 
past and present incarnations. 
There are insights into memory that is collective and personal as well as the effects 
nostalgia has on recollections; memory being a crucial part of the experience of nostalgia. 
Wilson’s text has an excellent chapter on memory from a sociological perspective 
indicating how memory can be personal, familial and collective in the broader sense as 
well as examining the way nostalgia enhances memory.
40
On Longing 
41
 is a complex work in which Susan Stewart uses a variety of ideological
filters including Marxism, psychoanalysis and feminism, to sift the multiple layers of the 
word longing. Stewart’s book in this instance illuminates the fundamental difference in 
attachment to the manse by the current occupants in comparison with the wider 
community; here the chapters on the miniature and the gigantic are of particular value. 
Semiotics, metaphors, the construction of and the impetus for narrative, the meaning of 
the miniature as well as the gigantic are examined in detail by the author, an analysis 
which could easily be applied to what is tangible, visible, and audible in the manse and 
garden. 
The idea of a contextual transformation from functional object to aesthetic object in 
collections is discussed; the book itself as an object is also explored which brings to mind 
the value of the antique journals connected to the church and its manse both visually and 
historically. Stewart delves into the significance and meaning of longing because of her 
interest as a poet in the deeper meaning of words and narrative, as well as in the 
understanding of the meaning of specific words to the individual or group. There is 
39
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considerable disentangling of the significance of those things longed for or collected, 
whether they signify past events or are a substitute for loss. The depth of wide ranging 
research in this text is impressive, every aspect of longing is unravelled; the multiple 
layers of meaning and its many implications are intriguing and intense. This deep analysis 
has been useful especially for clarifying the meaning of the manse in a personal sense as 
well as its historical value to the community. 
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Artists of Influence 
Louise Hearman’s oil paintings have the power to convey an atmosphere that affects the 
viewer.
 42
  For that very reason I have long admired her work and consider her to be an
artist of influence. Hearman says her work comes from within her own mind and 
memory, which is also the impetus for my work; she is also inspired by childhood 
memories.
43
  Her paintings have strong contrasts and shapes, they are turbulent, moody
and they are like fragments of stories or memories made into dreamlike or even 
nightmarish paintings (Fig 9). There are often children in her work where they appear to 
be surrounded by darkness, or some awful cataclysmic or unseen threat in the evil looking 
woods; their little faces frequently appear to have an unsettling quality about them. The 
ease with which Hearman makes the paint look as though it is still in its fluid state as well 
as her masterful use of the medium to create an eerie mood elicits a strong response in the 
viewer.  I see within her work many of the subjects I also like to paint, and though 
Hearman’s work looks full of terror and menace, her ability to create strong atmospheric 
effects is something I find inspirational. 
John Wolseley a British artist who has lived and worked in Australia for many years, and 
whose painterly approach has some connection with my own. I have much empathy with 
his methods which have certainly impressed on me the strength of the relationship 
between the artist and what he paints. Wolseley’s subject is the Australian bush and his 
use of physical intervention, allowing the bush to make initial marks on the paper, 
indicates a real love of the bush and the objects within, he calls this step in his process 
‘frottage’.44 Wolseley is interested in ‘the poetics of time’ as well as the sounds and
marks of the subjects of his work which become a sensory impetus for his paintings. It is 
precisely the sensory characteristic of this approach which relates to my work.  His 
immersion in place is so intense that he picks up the sounds of the leaves and the twigs 
marking the paper and interprets it as music.
45
 He adds to these marked papers carefully
rendered drawings and paintings of birds and other subjects from nature, other work is 
more conventionally rendered (Fig.10). 
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In Ireland, artist Elaine Byrne uses her work to demonstrate the power of nature when it is 
not held back by human habitation. Byrne is influenced by the early to mid 20
th
 century
questions posed by architect and sculptor Frederick Keisler regarding the manner and 
space in which we live.
46
 In an international award winning exhibition entitled ‘Raum’,
Byrne’s photographs were part of a sculptural framework which incorporated a panelled 
structure influenced by Keisler’s ideas 47 (Fig.11). I am not usually drawn to photography
as artistic expression however, the power of Byrne’s imagery and her aesthetic sensitivity 
are inspirational. The juxtaposition of the subject in the photographs with the 
contemporary framework heightens the poignancy within the work. 
Ravishing images speak of loss, death and the passing of time. The marks of human 
habitation which remain long after people are gone; such as an old house mouldering into 
the earth without someone to care for it. Byrne captures with much sensitivity the 
poignancy of the abandoned home of an elderly woman and although the crumbling 
dwelling still has a sense of the last person who lived there, the remnants of her 
belongings and the worn mottled paint on the walls gradually succumb to the weather and 
time (Fig.12). Vegetation creeps in through the broken windows and water seeps in 
through the walls in the beautiful images from Byrne’s camera. There is a silence in these 
images with little more sound than that of the rain or the wind, yet a revenant remains 
within the abandoned ruin.
48
Andrew Wyeth’s49 watercolour and tempera paintings have influenced the way I use
watercolour and provide a salient lesson on how to demonstrate silence and solitude in 
painting; the muted palette favoured by Wyeth strengthens that sense of melancholy and 
longing so evident in his work. His subject matter bears some relation to the age and 
simple style of the manse; the houses and interiors he paints are rugged and worn and he 
reveals them as dignified worn places (Fig.13). Wyeth’s work was often inspired by his 
past experiences and memories from his childhood.
50
  A remark made by Wyeth about
paper crystallised how I feel about old places and objects; He said; “You know, 
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sometimes I exult in the fact that a page will be partly dirty before I start,…”.Wyeth knew 
how that pristine white sheet of paper can be inhibiting and he saw beauty in less than 
perfect places and objects.
51
 The contrast of the silence in these paintings and the calling
images conjured in Goyen’s novel is striking, however the underlying narrative of 
memory and longing is equally compelling in both Wyeth’s and Goyen’s work. Wyeth 
repeatedly drew and painted the same subject, demonstrating a deep curiosity as well as a 
unique kind of intimacy with place and people, revealing hardship and time passing.  His 
most compelling works are his quiet, haunting landscapes and interiors, their emptiness 
sometimes disturbed only by the presence of a solitary figure (Fig.14). Painted within a 
limited tonal range with striking tonal contrasts, the shadowy interiors and spare 
landscapes exude an almost mesmerising stillness, as well as a sense of melancholy; I 
cannot overestimate the influence of this painter. 
The above texts, novels and artists have all contributed to this investigation of nostalgia 
and longing, decoding and at times affirming ideas and feelings about the manse. The 
work of the artists is admired for varied reasons, technical prowess, or philosophical 
approach and in Wyeth’s case, mastery over all aspects of making a painting or drawing, 
both cerebral and physical. The novels are where I found an interesting link to the way I 
work through my paintings; there is always soul searching, drawing on memory and 
intense concentration on the subject; the vivid imagery had a profound effect on the way I 
began to view the manse. Bachelard’s Poetics of Space has become like an old friend and 
it was really this text that slowly revealed the significance of the house and the garden 
and the abiding attachment to this place. 
51
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Figure 3. Nóırín O’Síocháın, Artefacts in the Kitchen Chimney, 2014, 
digital photograph. 
26 
Figure 4. Johannes Vermeer, Lady Standing at a Virginal, c1670, 
oil on canvas, 51.7 x 45.2 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 5.  Adolph Menzel, The Balcony Room, 1845, 
oil on cardboard, 49 x 41cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 6. Edward Hopper, Night Windows, 1928, 
oil on canvas, 73.7 x 86.4 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 7.  Lorenzo Lotto, Annunciation, 1534-35, 
oil on canvas, 65.4 x.44.9 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 8. Nóırín O’Síocháın, Ephemeral May Altar, 2014, 
cardboard, paint, antique statue. 
31 
Figure 9. Louise Hearman, Untitled #440 (Night Scene), 1995, 
oil on board, 91 x 69.5 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 10. John Wolseley, Flamants Roses Sommeilant au Soleil, 2008, 
watercolour and graphite on paper, 55 x 77 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 11. Elaine Byrne, Raum, 2013, 
various materials. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 12. Elaine Byrne, Suppose that was the Thing then, Everyone did it, 2012. 
C type photograph, 95 x 65 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 13. Andrew Wyeth, Blue Door, 1952, 
watercolour on paper, 73.66 x 53.34 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 14. Andrew Wyeth, Wood Stove Study, 1962, 
watercolour on paper, dimensions unknown. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Chapter Three 
WATERCOLOUR HOUSE 
Four generations of our family have lived in the manse at various times during the last 
thirty years, as individuals we are either immigrants or first and second generation 
Australian; this has had an effect on the old grounds as well as on the interior of the 
building. The manse has traces of all the happy places where we as individuals have lived. 
For the purpose of this research some of those traces are of the house in which I was born, 
the timber house where I grew up, and the little stone cabin where I spent many happy 
summers as a child. These traces surface in the paintings as manifestations of nostalgia 
and longing. 
This is the first time I have used watercolour for a large body of work though I have 
consistently made small isolated works and studies from watercolour as well as ink. I 
have been conscious of Cennino Cennini’s exhortation to those who embark on any 
artistic endeavour. ‘You therefore who with lofty spirit are fired with this ambition begin 
by decking yourselves with this attire: Enthusiasm, Reverence, Obedience and 
Constancy’.52 Watercolour requires all of these human qualities as well as great patience.
This unpredictable, though gentle medium, has always been a welcome break from 
heavier mediums for painting. The immediacy of dropping a brush laden with pigment 
enriched water onto pristine paper is a significant psychological and emotional, as well as 
technical, process. 
There is a measure of anxiety and excitement as if embarking on a journey to an unknown 
place when using a medium that is capricious by nature. This research has allowed the 
development of a freedom in the creative process I have not known before, exploiting the 
medium to express the oneiric character of the manse and a kind of grieving for the past. 
The paintings bring the viewer close to the subject the way a child likes to be near the 
thing he or she wants to see, or perhaps the way a fragment of memory from a long time 
ago is manifest in dreams or daydreams (Fig.15). 
52
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During my childhood there was no family outing without a watercolour or a preliminary 
sketch being made for oil or tempera paintings. The use of a traditional painter’s medium 
to portray the house as a nostalgic place has resonances going back through my father, 
uncle, grandfather and back through the generations; watercolour was the favoured 
medium for holidays. This medium being so much part of what is now recalled at the 
manse made it an apt choice for creating a body of work. There are some famous 
watercolours by old and modern masters such as Joseph William Mallord Turner, and 
Paul Klee,
53
 where wild or fleeting subjects are captured first hand through the eyes and
hand of an artist in the field. An excellent example of this is Turner’s painting of an 
overturned carriage in the Swiss Alps 
54
(Fig.16).
Familial cultural roots dictate a humble respect for age and continuity, therefore whatever 
was originally built or planted has been retained, making a garden that is wild and full of 
birdsong.  The house sits on the side of a hill, not far from a lake whose waters temper the 
cold blast of winter. A heavily planted garden surrounds the house, filtering light through 
the windows while shielding it from neighbours as well as the nearby road; this seclusion 
nurtures the feeling that there is a blurring between this space and the place where I grew 
up. This blurring is evident in the body of work, the effect of water and pigment on very 
wet paper, seeping into the paper or flowing to the edges in places (Fig.17). Working on 
dry paper with a dry brush allows the pigment to skip over it in other paintings, allowing 
the light from the paper to be seen as in the small landscape paintings (Figs.18, 19). 
Over the years, plants and trees have been added to the remnants of the old grounds; 
unapologetically influenced by sentimental and nostalgic feelings about scent, colour and 
reminiscences. There are no straight lines or borders, apart from a disorderly, productive 
soft fruit garden and vegetable patch; habitat for all living things irrespective of whether 
they are European or native. The wild tumble of trees, hedges and climbing plants has 
been disentangled in the body of work as watercolour screens of thorny stems (Fig.20) or 
in paintings of floating lines like Proust’s ‘series of chapels’55(Figs.21, 22). These
garlands suspended in the air are sometimes broken by a gap, a liminal space giving 
access to a place beyond the boundaries of the garden. 
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Fallen branches in a small but dense copse at the bottom of the garden are allowed to 
remain; they provide dwelling places for beetles and other small creatures where they 
live, work and eventually become part of the earth. The reality of Bachelard’s ‘miniature 
and intimate immensity’ is to be found in the manse garden.56 This place envelops the
house in its greenery; it offers quiet seclusion as well as protection from the scourge of 
summer’s heat and winter’s cold, a place where native and exotic creatures alike feed and 
shelter. The colours on the watercolour palette can be seen here, soft greens, blues and the 
rich dark earth on the floor of the copse. Plants near the house make transparent tints lit 
by sunshine, vermillion nasturtium flowers with their sappy green leaves, or opaque 
clouds of creamy roses. Perfumed air from the garden drifting into a room on a sunny day 
lifts the spirits and encourages daydreaming.  During winter, deciduous climbers and trees 
cast tracery on walls and windows, the twigs and branches damp and dark against the cold 
light, these are a reminder of other happy days in another place when such conditions 
promised the approach of Christmas with its rich food and joyful celebration. 
There are certain aspects of the manse and garden that at first sight provoked a strong 
sense of recognition; it seemed like a relic, a place of old memories. The house, even 
when empty, had a familiar scent and sound, the sight of the hawthorn hedge alive with 
nesting birds stirred memories of long walks with beloved family in an Irish childhood. 
The long hallway as well as the hall that intersects it, which we call the cross hall, the 
veranda constrained by two gables and the coloured glass in the doors and fanlights. 
These things were all present in a house and garden on the western edge of Europe where 
I lived as a young girl, a house that has now been consumed by woodland. The layers of 
life in the manse are physical as well as nostalgic. 
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Detritus of dwelling 
Fragments of ceramic archaeology were uncovered in the garden mould; these remnants 
of crockery inspired small watercolour studies on paper. Collecting broken china harks 
back to childhood and happy times spent with family in the country, or by the sea. 
Coupled with those memories of security and contentedness, was an awareness of the 
beautiful flowers and patterns having been designed and painted by someone, somewhere. 
The fragments were a concrete connection with the artist as well as the people, and 
especially the women, who had lived in the manse since its beginning. These inanimate 
objects are physical evidence of someone’s aesthetic sense in decoration, as well as 
immediately bringing to mind the original purpose of those items for eating, drinking, and 
possibly bathing. They are symbols of frozen memories not accessible to us, though their 
use is both recognizable and familiar. Detritus found under floors and behind 
mantelpieces; miniscule scraps of fabric, metal and paper were greeted with wonder that 
they had not decayed over time. 
The floral motifs from the ceramic shards and fabric found in and around the house 
inspired small watercolours, layered washes of colour resembling the layers in the house 
as a physical object. Watercolour is particularly pleasant to use, it has a blurred softness, a 
sensitivity that is in keeping with attachment to the manse and garden and it is the first 
method of making a painting that I witnessed as a very young child in my paternal family. 
The interior of the house has marks and abrasions from the many people who have lived 
in it; they are present on doors, floors, and fissured window sills. Under multiple layers of 
paint are miniature abstract moonscapes and landscapes, works of art wrought by time 
and human movement. These marks have not been obliterated, rather, they are valued as a 
tangible link with those who have lived in the manse in the past, and they have a unique 
beauty. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, the Irish artist Elaine Byrne has documented the 
decay of an old dwelling through photography. Once the humble home of a reclusive 
woman, the images reveal a place being reclaimed by nature. The contents of her little 
house are being overwhelmed by damp and vegetation; the line between human habitation 
and nature is slowly being erased. There is a melancholy and poetic beauty in the rich, 
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textural images of broken plaster, an old bedstead and vigorous ivy in concert with the 
tangible presence of the woman who had lived there some time ago
57
 (Fig.23).
The fabric of the manse itself presented some ideas about using those very materials for 
paintings, panel and oil paint or plaster and paper. Despite its relative success; the plaster 
on paper was too fragile a marriage of materials which prohibited a more robust process. 
The panels did not adequately relay the significance of the subject as a place of 
convergence, nor of memory and longing. These works had lost the concept of layering, 
of time and the erosion caused by time; all vital fundamental elements in this place of old 
memories. 
I have found that drawing or painting from life has a powerful effect on memory, the 
subject is never forgotten because of the intensity of a particular way of seeing. Working 
first hand, as opposed to copying photographs or using other intermediary devices, 
expresses a strong relationship between the artist and the subject and the resulting work is 
something unique; this ensures a direct communication between artist and viewer. 
Working from memory is also a profoundly cerebral and emotional process capable of 
stimulating latent memories of another time and place. The manse and its garden are 
subconsciously filtered through these processes and I made a decision from the very 
beginning to make images without introducing the human figure; this would remove any 
temptation to fix the images at a particular moment in the life of the house. 
The long east to west hall in the house joins the 1870 section to the 1890 rooms, and at a 
certain time of the year the sun shines right through the house along this hall; casting 
splashes of colour on the floor from the fanlight over the east door. These pools of stained 
light look like spilled watercolour, reminiscent of British artist William Tillyer’s 
watercolour paintings of his native Yorkshire. Tillyer’s watercolours are compositions of 
pure, transparent layers of colour which capture the character of the Yorkshire topography 
as well as Tillyer’s affection for a place from childhood days.58(Fig.24). Watercolour as a
medium is capable of highlighting the strength of a subject, as well as revealing what lies 
beneath. Paper has an appearance of fragility, despite its ability to withstand the ravages 
of a water-based medium. These qualities mimic the survival of an old house and garden 
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in an age when many old places are sanded into oblivion and gutted beyond recognition; 
all traces of history erased from dwelling and garden, or the old is dwarfed by large, 
contemporary additions.  An old house rewards a sensitive and respectful hand, in the 
same way paper yields to brush and medium in a gentle manner, absorbing pigment while 
allowing it to spread across its surface and responding to the subtlest movement of the 
hand. 
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The Sound and Scent of Home 
The fireplaces of the manse have a compelling, nostalgic scent; they also have the 
capacity to carry sound as well as to collaborate with the elements in making their own 
sound. The soughing of the wind in the chimney is sometimes heightened to a loud 
thrumming in a wild storm on a winter’s day, the light is dimmed, colour is drained from 
the room; the atmosphere of melancholy is soon overwhelmed by a blazing fire in the 
grate. Some of the fireplaces have mantelpieces of polished timber; another is as dark as 
bitumen, they each have their own distinct character. The scent of smoke and polish, and 
the sound of the wind in the chimney, are the elements that inspire the image; they 
conjure the past and offer comfort in the present. The interior of the fireplaces were 
occasionally painted as a dark mysterious place, nevertheless, at certain times of the day, 
a small pool of light is seen on the floor of the fireplace. That shaft of light that tempts 
every child to lean into a cold hearth and look up the chimney at the sky, inhaling the 
traces of a cold fire (Fig.25). 
There was, in the now distant 1950s and 60s, a very small fireplace in a cabin by a stream 
with a similar smell, a place my childhood self remembers for the family painting camps 
and civilised eating out of doors. The wood smoke was mixed with the smell of freshly 
brewed tea, burning sycamore twigs and pipe tobacco; it is the aroma of happiness. Water 
came from a nearby stream for the watercolour paintings as well as for cooking; the sun 
always seemed to be shining. A ruined mill was nearby and it was there where sweet, 
wild strawberries grew, we ate them greedily until we could eat no more. This mill was 
captured by my father in a watercolour many years ago (Fig.26).  There were woods full 
of birds and long green water weed like mermaids’ hair in the river. I sometimes relive 
that time when we burn European wood in the manse and I know what Jung meant when 
he wrote; ‘it is as if a silent, greater family, stretching down the centuries, were peopling 
the house.’59
The manse fireplace with its large hearth in the old 1870s parlour is usually lit on cold 
days during holidays.  A mahogany mantelpiece surrounds the fire on a deep chimney 
breast, when the afternoon sun strikes it; it glows as if it has been given a wash of burnt 
sienna. There is no ornate carving or turned wood, the fireplace is arched with heavy 
59 C.G.Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections. (New York: Vintage Books, Random House. 1963). 237. 
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timber panelling; the surface of the wood is pocked and worn, and the interior has low 
brick hobs blackened by fires. The painting of this fireplace was made with a large brush 
that had within its hairs the residue of other mediums and it retains a battered border of 
tape which has become part of the work (Fig.27). It was painted on a dark day with the 
wind soughing in the chimney; the Wagnerian atmosphere has been captured in this work 
through strong imagery and tonal values.  This room is a place of contemplation even 
when the wind howls and rain beats against the windows; the fireplace shares a chimney 
with the adjoining room; together they make a loud rhythmic beating sound in a storm. 
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Memory of Trees 
Our old trees are valued for their age and connection with the past, younger trees in the 
garden have associations with family who are gone to their place of resurrection. The old 
evergreens at the west side of the house are over a hundred years old. The funereal 
cypress releases drifts of yellow pollen in spring like a thurible wafting incense in the 
church. Charcoal and ink seemed natural mediums for studies of these trees; these 
mediums are made from burnt timber and soot.  The cypress is well populated with a 
conspiracy of ravens, commonly referred to as crows, and it is occasionally decorated 
with cockatoos when they seem like white flowers on the dark foliage. The magpies live 
next door to the cypress in a fir, their beautiful carolling drifts through the bedroom 
window in the morning. 
Ravens roosting in the cypress on the west side of the manse like to perch on the two 
chimneys at opposite ends of the building, although they prefer the chimney closest to 
their tree if there is a fire burning there. There is something forlorn and ancient about the 
sound of ravens sitting on top of the chimney on cold mornings, warming their toes and 
cawing.  I am not certain when these two trees were planted but it is evident from an old 
photograph that it would have been around1890. The trees are tall and darkly dramatic 
against the sky, during a storm the cypress branches wave about wildly and look as 
though they will crash to the ground. They have always been a favourite subject for 
drawing, to stand under them and look up reveals a beautifully complex order of branches 
and foliage. The trunks of these two trees form an old gateway to the front of the house. 
Depending on the weather and time of day, the trees can be dark and mysterious which is 
often an enticement to draw and paint. Far from being sinister like the trees in Louise 
Hearman’s paintings, they are like guardians of a peaceful place. Her beautiful paintings 
are full of contrasts, shafts of light and dark, boiling skies as well as bizarre combinations 
of subjects. Hearman was interviewed in 2011 about her work and she spoke of seeing 
what is inside yourself and bringing it to reality in the form of a painting. She spoke about 
dreams and memories, how they may be affected by what you have experienced in life; 
she also spoke about some unhappiness in her childhood home.
60
 Her work often has
disembodied heads floating disconcertingly against a threatening landscape or sky. They 
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are disturbing images that contradict the knowledge and memories I have about home, 
nature, and children (Fig. 28). It is strange that as I listened to her speak about these 
things, I understood her even though the spur for her work seemed like such an alien 
experience. 
Not far from the fir is a much younger oak tree, this oak was put into my hand as an acorn 
by my father on a camping trip to the Otways in the autumn of 1985, for that reason, it 
has deep personal meaning for me, I have used her twigs for drawing small ink or 
watercolour studies of trees in the garden and on its boundaries. There is the very large 
stump of a sequoia in the front garden, cut down many years before we came to live here. 
It has been replaced by a tree brought here from the Bavarian forest some years ago when 
that forest was in danger of being lost from the toxicity of acid rain.
61
 The seedling
arrived wrapped in a damp handkerchief and continues to thrive in its new home; a tree 
from the Bavarian forest must surely carry with it a miasma of memory. Miniscule native 
birds frequent the tree, they dart about catching insects and the slender cones are brought 
inside to decorate the fireplaces at Christmas. 
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One Thousand Thorns 
The hedgerow, dating back to 1864,
62
 has a significance that transcends time and place,
especially the hawthorns which stretch around two sides of the fruit and vegetable garden; 
these are part of the disappearing remnants of one thousand thorns planted around the 
parish glebe (Figs.29, 30). The hedge is a mixture of cherry plums and hawthorn; it is a 
bower of creamy scented blossom in spring, the flowers in crowded clusters along its 
branches, humming with bees and other glittering insects. My father cut a walking stick 
for me from our hawthorns almost thirty years ago; it is a thing of great value to me. 
The hawthorn flowers in May in the northern hemisphere and it is the month dedicated to 
the Virgin Mary in Catholic countries.
63
 Children who have made their First Communion
have a procession through the streets on a crisp May morning and sing hymns to Our 
Lady, the girls wearing their white First Communion dresses and veils; it was a joyful and 
reverent experience and the scent of our hawthorn blossom recalls that joy.
64
 May altars
are also made in Catholic houses at that time; Marcel Proust, writing in France in the 
early twentieth century, described the nostalgic scent of the flower and the ravishing 
adornment of a May altar with hawthorn blossom.
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When the hawthorn is in bloom in the
manse hedge I always bring some inside to inhale its perfume and bring the past into the 
present. 
The hedge is ablaze with crimson berries in the autumn providing abundant food for 
parrots. The birds spend all day noisily feeding on them, having already had their share of 
the nectarines and yellow peaches. The parrots are not alone; they share the feast with 
wattlebirds, blackbirds and several other native and exotic birds, brilliant flashes of colour 
and the chatter of many birds fill the hedgerow at this time. Small watercolour studies of 
these thickets were made in winter with umber and ochre washes, the bare hedge being 
quite dark against the winter light at that time of year although it is a difficult subject 
because of its gnarled and thorny nature (Fig.31). A stiff brush, fashioned by shredding 
the tip of a piece of bamboo taken from the garden, has been used to paint a thicket with 
watercolour on paper. Some twigs from the hawthorn hedge and a homemade brush made 
62 Minutes of The Learmonth Presbyterian Church, July 1864. 
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from human hair, have also been valuable for mark making; a physical link is therefore 
made between the place and the body of work. 
As discussed in Chapter Two, John Wolseley, a British artist now living in Australia uses 
living nature itself to initiate a painting.  Wolseley sometimes deposits his paper in 
bushland and lets nature take care of it for a week or two before adding his own marks to 
it, such as a beautifully painted bird. His collaborative engagement with nature in making 
art is both remarkable and courageous.
66
 For this research elements of nature are also used
though not in quite as daringly as Wolseley’s methods. Twigs, cloth and a bare hand are 
used to direct the watercolour pigment on the paper. Wolseley’s tactile approach to 
watercolour painting is certainly wilder and more adventurous than these methods; 
nevertheless there is a strong connection with his acceptance of accidental marks, 
abrasions and even decay. These marks reflect the experience of life itself and the 
resilience of the paper is very much like the endurance of human beings. 
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The Gilded Mirror 
A particular mirror in the house has been painted numerous times; it has a circular frame 
embellished with mouldings of ribbons and leaves as well as being partially gilded. For 
aesthetic reasons the mirror is placed a little higher than usual on the chimney breast, too 
high for me to use, therefore it is not being used as a device for portraiture. The mirror is 
an object which I have put into the manse yet it reveals things that are over a century old. 
Depending on where I stand, the mirror reflects the walls of the room, and through the 
window, the trees and shrubs in the garden as well as beyond.  The mirror is at right 
angles to a west facing window; the gilded flourishes are either shining brightly in the 
sunlight, or sinking into the dark base of the frame in the evening. Similarly, the pale 
walls in this particular room are light or dark according to the time of day, revealing 
shadowy blues, greens or ochres in the recesses at each side of the chimney breast.  I 
wanted to introduce some indication of the carving on the frame in the paintings, 
however, rather than executing a faithful representation of the intricate decoration, a loose 
suggestion of shapes was formed to hint at faded memories or pleasant dreams (Fig.32). 
In one image there is the introduction of a hint of magenta on the frame, influenced by 
some very old and heavily perfumed magenta roses blooming in the garden. The pale 
washes of watercolour evoke a landscape or plantings not necessarily from the 
surrounding environment. These faded landscapes were based on remembered places as 
well as what can be seen around the manse; this is an attempt to give the impression of 
looking into the past, as well as beyond the borders of the manse and its garden. I realised 
when I did this that the mirror was being portrayed neither as a portal nor a reflective 
surface. It was absorbing images from the house, the garden and my memory the way the 
paper absorbs the watercolour paint when they become inextricably linked. One of the 
paintings depicts a mirrored overmantel from the 1890s part of the manse; it is very like 
an overmantel in the room of the house where I was born, and for that reason I am 
especially fond of it. In this painting the mirror and the fireplace come together, it was 
painted using a lot of water and blue pigment and is intended to evoke a sense of sadness 
for what is gone. (Fig.33). 
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At the time when work was proceeding on these paintings, I happened to be reading a 
book of Richard Wagner’s love letters and therein discovered his predilection for 
luxurious surroundings. Wagner’s obsession with having the right colours and textures in 
the environment in which to compose music was interesting. One sitting room was 
redecorated in green and furnished with chairs upholstered in violet coloured silk;  
reading this passage instantly brought to mind  the heavy scent of purple violets. 
Sumptuous and outlandish clothes were ordered for the purpose of creating a mood in 
which the great master was able to write his operas.
67
 Fortunately, my work and
requirements are much more humble; however, it is understandable how the kind of place, 
atmosphere, and even surrounding possessions may support the cultivation of inspiration 
and creativity. Wagner’s music has, on occasion, inspired some darker works in the 
creative process. 
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A place to sit and dream 
The windows at the back of the house have 12 panes divided by narrow timber glazing 
bars framing the garden and sky; the light through the windows is softened by the shade 
of vegetation making it appear much like that of a cooler climate. The glazing bars are 
both an interface as well as a grid for the view outside. One of those windows is a 
favourite place to sit by and read, or look out on the garden. It is one of those parts of the 
house that is essentially timeless; there are no contemporary distractions either inside or 
outside this room. As discussed in the previous chapter, Andrew Wyeth‘s work is strongly 
connected to place. The area around his home in Minnesota was his inspiration, the farms 
and people were painted with a combination of affection and cool clarity. The window is 
a recurring motif in Wyatt’s watercolour and tempera paintings. He claimed his work was 
about memories, and that cool clarity and strong emotional vibration is, in my experience, 
associated with loss.
68
 The window in his paintings looks in on life within the house or
looks out at the light and the almost visible air of the fields. 
The warped glazing in the windows of a Victorian house allows a certain amount of light 
to enter a room; there are parts of an old house which could be considered gloomy and 
there are times when the gloom is banished by sunlight. The seasonal and daily changes 
that create moods and colours within a space in turn generate an atmosphere of 
melancholic charm. These are considerations when exploring nostalgia and longing in the 
making of a painting.  The works depicting the window in the manse are focussed on the 
pale light through the panes, and a dilapidated old chaise that is variously dressed in 
blankets, cushions and pillows. The challenge in making these paintings was to show a 
place of solitary contemplation; avoiding the distraction of heavy detail while retaining a 
dreamlike quality by using well diluted pigment. 
The chaise is only partially captured within the work, as if the viewer is contemplating 
resting there. Light through the window varies with the seasons, aluminium grey in 
winter, sap green in spring, the bright reflective light of summer, and the warm colours of 
autumn.  White light through the window panes and cooler grey within the room, and the 
addition of a subtle indication of colour, places one particular work at a distinct time of 
year. Another painting has the yellow light often seen after a storm. Turned spindles on 
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the arm of the chaise have been loosely defined; the cracked and worn leather seat has 
been given a light wash treatment, these methods attempt to indicate that this is a place 
for reverie. 
The paintings do not have the obvious curves which are highly visible in the fireplaces 
and the mirrors; however, the window may be seen as a screened aperture or gap hinting 
at something beyond, it is a liminal space. The old chaise, while offering a very direct 
invitation to linger, also has minor, more subtle curves; it is reminiscent of another old 
leather chaise remembered from childhood. Some of the old leather has split and tufts of 
horsehair protrude from the gaps, like an ancient sleeping creature, children are especially 
attracted to it (Fig. 34). 
These works are of a place or places that are specific to the emotional attachment by a 
particular person; they were made by relying on memory and close observation. They 
have been honestly created first hand by eye and hand and they are subject to personal 
feelings of longing and nostalgia experienced in the manse. For these reasons they are 
unique manifestations of the convergence of life, this particular house and the 
watercolours. 
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Figure 15. Nóırín O’Síocháın, Sough 4, 2013, 
watercolour on paper, 76 x 56 cm. 
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Figure 16. Joseph William Mallord Turner, Messieurs les Voyageurs on their Return from 
Italy (Par la Diligence) in a Snow Drift upon Mount Tarrar, 22
nd
 of January, 1829,
watercolour on paper, 54.5 x 74.7 cm 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 17.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Gilded Mirror 4, 2013, 
watercolour on paper, 76 x 56 cm. 
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Figure 18.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Old Ground 1, 2014, 
watercolour on paper, 28 x 19 cm. 
Figure 19.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Old Ground 2, 2014, 
watercolour on paper, 28 x 19 cm. 
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Figure 20.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Thorn 1, 2014, 
watercolour on paper, 76 x 56 cm. 
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Figure 21.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Garland 3, 2014, 
watercolour on paper, 28 x 19 cm. 
Figure 22.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Garland 4, 2014, 
watercolour on paper, 28 x 19 cm. 
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Figure 23. Elaine Byrne, That Was Her Bed: She’d Have No Other, 2013, 
C Type photograph, 48 x 40 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 24. William Tillyer, The North York Moors: Falling Sky, 1985, 
watercolour on paper, 55.88 x 76.2 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 25.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Light in the Hearth 2014, 
watercolour on paper, 76 x 56 cm. 
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Figure 26. Pádraıg O’Síocháın, Ballygarvan, c1960, 
ink and watercolour on paper, 28 x 18 cm. 
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Figure 27. Nóırín O’Síocháın, Sough 1, 2013, 
watercolour on paper, 76 x 56 cm. 
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Figure 28. Louise Hearman, Untitled #1237, 2007, 
oil on masonite, 92 x 61 cm. 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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Figure 29.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Landscapes of Memory 3, 2014, 
watercolour on paper 28 x 19 cm. 
Figure 30.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Landscapes of Memory 4, 2014, 
watercolour on paper, 28 x 19 cm. 
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Figure 31.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Thorn 2, 2014, 
watercolour on paper, 76 x 56 cm. 
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Figure 32.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Gilded Mirror 2, 2014, 
watercolour on paper, 76 x 56 cm. 
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Figure 33.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Blue Sough, 2013, 
watercolour on paper, 76 x 56 cm. 
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Figure 34.  Nóırín O’Síocháın, Chaise 2, 2013, 
watercolour on paper, 76 x 56 cm. 
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Conclusion 
The manse is European and my occupation of both the house and garden makes them 
even more so at this time. Homesickness and yearning have had, and continue to have a 
physical effect on the manse, especially during the last thirty years. We have lived in this 
house longer than any previous occupants, and we brought to the manse all the cultural 
and spiritual influences from another life. The garden has trees that are connected with 
family and it has its wild places that are reminders of childhood. This research has 
deepened a sense of belonging in many ways, especially through the body of work. 
Acknowledging these things has raised questions about how this land was acquired and 
the consequences for the indigenous people. Embedded in the paintings is the experience 
of longing for home as well as recognition of home in the manse. The use of a traditional 
medium such as watercolour, was the catalyst for painting without preliminary drawings, 
furthermore, it was a direct connection with my paternal family and childhood. 
Those ordinary objects which are seen in the work have value as conduits to another time 
and place creating ‘...a genesis where lived and mediated experiences are one, where 
authenticity and transcendence are both present and everywhere.’69 They transcend time
and place, reviving mental images of like objects from a happy childhood and have an 
effect on the physical reality of the manse. These paintings illuminate feelings of being 
close to the family we have raised in this house and they nurture closeness to those family 
members who are now gone. Furthermore, a link has been created with every person who 
has ever lived in this place and there was an indication of this when the manse and garden 
were open to the public on two occasions in the last twelve years.
70
 These events also
highlighted the significance of the manse to the history of the town and generated some 
nostalgic comments from visitors. 
The experience of nostalgia is bitter-sweet, those remembered happy times are also a 
reminder that with remembering comes a sense of loss. Longing is visible in many of the 
paintings through the use of subdued colour. The movement of the wet paint on the paper 
remains as a visible mark, these marks suggest waves of emotion in the process of 
creating this body of work. This method involved intuitive painting as well as drawing on 
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memories which were sad or happy and an approach such as this can be emotionally 
draining. Sensory memory has played an important part in this investigation both 
involuntary and induced. For example when the hawthorn was in bloom; I brought some 
into my studio and allowed its scent to influence my work. At other times it meant 
indulging in daydreams about the past or reminiscing with my siblings. The significance 
of sensory memory for this project is immense and it has imparted an oneiric quality to 
the body of work, especially memories from childhood, which take on a dreamlike 
character as time goes on. 
The search through old documents and 19
th
 century newspaper articles has brought to life
the earlier inhabitants and they have their part in the body of work, especially through the 
paintings of the fireplaces and the garden. Remembering is an important part of 
continuity, and even though my history has been fractured by immigration, there is a 
definite sense of personal continuity in this place. Strong family ties and affection have a 
vital role in the way this investigation has been conducted, without them this exploration 
of topophilia would be a sham and familial culture is at the foundation of my practice. 
The paintings are albums of memories as well as being images of real objects in a specific 
place, though not at a particular time in history or place. These are the elements of 
nostalgia and longing in the manse and they have been brought together in a collection of 
watercolour paintings. This research has had a profound influence on my practice; it has 
brought home and practice together in a unique way. The project has promoted a degree 
of freedom in painting I have not experienced before because I was painting not simply a 
familiar place, but one I had grown to love. The house and its environs are not simply the 
subject of the paintings, they symbolise a past that has the foundation of longing and 
nostalgia within it. 
Using watercolour for a long period of time brought me close to my grandfather, father 
and uncle. As children we were never excluded from sketching and painting and we were 
encouraged to paint as well if we felt inclined to do so. This closeness is the most 
important outcome for me personally not only because it seems as though the work has 
their approval but for the way that the past subsumes the present. The seclusion of the 
house in its garden has made this place especially important in cultivating a sense of the 
past and in the promotion of recollection as well as contentment. This sheltered place is 
instilled with the feeling of belonging and of home; it is a place where the children in our 
family are already forming their own memories. Some of these memories will be a little 
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like mine as they too are exposed to the work of painting or drawing and as they play in a 
wild garden. This has been a very personal and individual examination of the role of the 
manse in harbouring nostalgia and longing and the paintings capture that personal 
experience. 
This exploration has demonstrated the value of being open to making small changes in the 
materials used for practice led research. While continuing to adhere to the practice of 
painting, the change from oils and bristle brushes to watercolour and sable brushes for 
larger works was a personal epiphany. Simple changes in other spheres of research may 
have a similar effect. While this investigation has revealed how a migrant clings to the 
past as well as successfully embracing the present, it has been limited by the focus on a 
particular house and garden as well as a particular individual. There are possibilities for 
digging deeper and concentrating on a specific aspect within the current parameters or 
perhaps broadening the investigation in the future to explore what may have been 
peripheral to this research. 
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